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ABSTRACT 



This paper presents a two-part study first undertaken in a 
juvenile detention facility in the Northeast in order to assess the need for 
programs to increase self-esteem within the facility. In the first part of 
the study, a self esteem inventory was administered to incarcerated males 
aged 14-19. In the second part, the inventory was administered to a 
comparison sample of youth attending high school in three communities. Scores 
of this sample were compared with scores from 202 members of the same three 
ethnic groups (Caucasians, Latinos, African Americans) at the detention 
center, for a total of 399 participants. Findings suggest that there was no 
evidence to indicate that male juvenile delinquents suffer from low 
self-esteem, and neither was there evidence to indicate that they suffer from 
high self-esteem. They report that a comparison of self-esteem scores of 
incarcerated male juveniles with their nondelinquent counterparts suggest 
that there is an interaction between ethnicity and incarceration. Overall, 
results suggest that a single approach to raising (or lowering) self esteem 
among male juvenile delinquents of any ethnicity is ill-advised. (Contains 20 
figures, 8 tables, and 14 references.) (JDM) 
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Cultural differences in Self Esteem: a study of delinquent male adelescents 

Paper presented at the National Association of School Psychologists Convention in New 

Orleans. April 1, 2000. 

Sara S. Little, PhD. University of Rhode Island, Dept, of Psychology 
David DiSano, M.S., CAGS. Attleboro, MA, School District 

Introduction 

Open any publisher’s catalogue, and you will find a wealth of programs for raising 
students’ self-esteem. But does higher self-esteem lead to higher achievement and more 
effective behavior? Is self-esteem a prerequisite for success in school and in life? 

As the availability of packaged “self-esteem programs” for children has increased, 
critics of the “self-esteem movement” have become more vocal. Is self-esteem directly 
related to success? Does it vary by culture or ethnic group? Is it a correlate, but not a cause 
of success? Can too much self-esteem actually hinder success? 

We will address these questions as we present our research on self-esteem in 
incarcerated and non-incarcerated inner-city adolescents. This presentation should help 
school psychologists and educators make better-informed decisions about when, where, 
whether, and how much to use self-esteem programs. 

Background Information 

The impetus for the contemporary focus on self-esteem may perhaps be traced to the 
conclusions of the California State Department of Education’s Task Force to Promote Self- 
Esteem and Personal and Social Responsibility (1990). Their conclusion that low self- 
esteem is at the root of a variety of educational and societal ills sparked a frenzy of self- 
esteem-building across the country. As the availability of packaged “self-esteem programs” 
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for children has increased, critics of the “self-esteem movement” have become more vocal 
(see Baumeister, Smart and Bowden, 1996, and Shokraii, 1996). These critics have 
questioned whether self-esteem really is directly related to success, whether it varies by 
culture or ethnic group, and whether it might not be a correlate, rather than a cause of success 
(Anderson, 1994; Baumeister, Heatherton and Trice, 1996; Bushman & Baumeister, 1998). 

A recent line of research has raised the possibility that too much self-esteem, bordering on 
narcissism, might actually hinder successful social development in children (see Edens, 
Cavell and Hughes, 1 999, and Hughes, Cavell and Grossman, 1 997). 

At the same time, however, studies of the relationship between self-esteem and 
depression have indicated a robust relationship between low self-esteem and depression, even 
in young people (see Battle, 1992 and Harter, 1993). Other studies have reported 
correlations between self-esteem and academic achievement and between self-esteem and 
health-related variables (see Filozof, Albertin, Jones, Sterne, Myers and McDermott, 1998). 
Thus, there is a good deal of apparently conflicting data regarding the role of self-esteem, 
particularly in regard to the development of prosocial and antisocial behavior. 

One reason for this confusion may be due to investigators’ use of different measures 
that operationalize self-esteem differently. While most contemporary investigators appear to 
agree that self-esteem is a multidimensional construct (see Harter, 1993), there is less 
agreement on the specific subscales that should be measured. In particular, investigators 
from different disciplines (e.g., health education vs. psychology) tend to use different 
measures (see Battle, 1992, Filozof, 1998, and Hughes et al, 1997). In addition, the 
possibility has been raised that the important issue may not be whether a person has high or 
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low self-esteem, but whether or not their self-esteem — whatever level- is stable (see Kemis, 
Cornell, Sun, Berry and Harlow, 1993). 

Another reason for divergent results in the literature on the relationship of self-esteem 
with academic and personal success may be a function of the ethnic diversity of participants 
in more recent studies. Our literature searches and catalogue reviews yielded no self-esteem 
measures for children and youth that were normed on a multicultural sample. What evidence 
we did find suggested that there are indeed significant differences in the way different 
cultural groups socialize their members to “esteem” themselves (see Brooke, 1995 and 
Holaday, Callahan, Fabre, Hall, MacDonald, Mundy, Owens and Plappert, 1996). 

Finally, there did appear to be one potential clue to unraveling the contradicting 
results reported in the self-esteem literature, and that relates to the population under 
investigation. Studies of “mainstream” populations often report a relationship between high 
self-esteem and desirable, prosocial outcomes, such as school achievement and social 
success. By default, then, one might assume that the converse is also true — that individuals 
with low self-esteem are prone to antisocial outcomes. However, studies that focus on 
antisocial individuals — e.g., criminals, aggressive children, or delinquent adolescents— have 
not found a predominance of low self-esteem among their participants. Edens, Cavell and 
Hughes (1999) described three different types of aggressive children in their sample of 
elementary school participants: those with realistically high self-regard (i.e., self-reports, peer 
reports, teacher-reports and parent reports concurred that the child was well-regarded by 
others), those with realistically low self-regard, and those who had unrealistically high self- 
regard (i.e., they indicated high self-regard, but significant others did not agree). Although 
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some aggressive children could be found in each of the three groups, the group with 
unrealistically high self-regard had the highest proportion of aggressive children. 

Study of self-esteem among incarcerated male juvenile delinquents 
The following study was undertaken in a juvenile detention facility in the Northeast, 
in order to assess the need for programs to increase self-esteem within the facility. 

Method (part 1) 

Form AD of the Culture-Free Self-Esteem Inventory-2 nd Edition (CFSEI-2, Battle, 
1992) was administered to 305 males, ages 14-19 (M=16.6), who were incarcerated in a 
juvenile detention center in the Northeast. Participants included all adjudicated males who 
entered (or re-entered) the center over a nine-month period. The ethnic backgrounds of the 
sample were self-reported as: 32% Caucasian; 21% Latino; 20% African American; 6% 
Portuguese; 6% from Cape Verde, Haiti, Jamaica or the Dominican Republic; 5% Asian; 3% 
Native American and 7% “mixed” (i.e., some combination of the other groups). Forty-eight 
percent had a history of having been in Special Education classes at some point in their 
school careers (based on school records), and 16% had a self-reported history of having been 
in ESL classes. Average IQ was in the low-average range (based on record reviews or tests 
administered at the detention center); average reading level was 6 th grade (based on screening 
tests given at the detention center). Because of the high incidence of reading difficulties, the 
CFSEI-2 was administered individually or in groups no larger than four, by examiners who 
were trained to use the same instructions and explanations for all participants. 
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Overall mean scores for Total Self-Esteem for all adjudicated males was 21.9, which 
fell in the intermediate” range of Self-Esteem (the test manual reports the “intermediate” 
range for Total Self-Esteem to be 20-26.) There was a significant difference between those 
who had a history of special education classes (n = 1 55, X = 20.9) and those who did not (n = 
148, X = 22.8), F(2, 301) = 3.91, p < .05. 

There were significant differences among group means, F (7, 297) = 4.74, p <.001, 
adjusted R 2 = .08., with Caucasians (X = 24.04) scoring significantly higher than Latinos (X 
— 20.05), Portuguese (X = 19.12) and Asians. All groups except Asians scored in the 
“intermediate” range (20-26) according to the test manual. The mean Total Self-Esteem 
score for Asians fell in the “Low” range (14-19). 



Total SE in Adjudicated Males: 
Differences among ethnic groups 
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It should be noted that despite its name, the CFSEI-2 was not normed on individuals 
from different ethnic groups, and researchers using the children’s form of this test have 
reported ethnic differences (see Brooke, 1995 and Holaday, Callahan, Fabre, Hall 
MacDonald, Mundy, Owens and Plappert, 1996). In order to determine the meaning of the 
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scores we had obtained at the detention center, we decided to collect normative data for the 
CFSEI-2 from communities surrounding the detention center, from which many of the 
incarcerated youth originated. 

Method (part 2) 

In the second part of the study, data were collected from a “comparison sample” of 
youth attending high schools in three communities. There was no one community that 
contained all ethnic groups that were represented in the detention center. Since the point of 
this study was to match ethnic groups of non-delinquent youth as closely as possible to those 
in the detention center, data were collected from convenience samples that consisted heavily 
of one ethnic group or another, in each community. The “comparison group” in Study 2 
therefore consisted of CFSEI-2 forms completed by 172 males from three ethnic groups, ages 
13 - 19, in grades 6 through post-secondary school, who reported no criminal arrests. Scores 
from this sample were compared with scores from 202 members of the same three ethnic 
groups at the detention center, for a total of 399 participants. Overall, there were roughly 
comparable numbers of incarcerated vs. community Caucasian males (100 vs. 102) and 
Latino males (64 vs. 49). Due to data-collection limitations, however, there were 
significantly more incarcerated African American males (63) than community males (21) in 
this sample; thus results of this study for African Americans should be viewed with caution. 
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Results (part 2) 

Results of a 3 X 2 ANOVA (three ethnic groups by two levels of “incarceration 
status”: incarcerated vs. community) for Total Self-Esteem scores indicated no main effect 
for either ethnic group or incarceration status. There was, however, an interaction between 
ethnicity and incarceration, F (2, 393) = 11.01 , p <.001, Eta-Squared = .05, indicating that 
the effect of incarceration varied, depending upon one’s ethnic group. 

Specific differences in Total Self-Esteem were as follows: 

Scores for Caucasian male youth in the community (n = 102) displayed a bimodal 
distribution, with approximately 43% scoring in the low to very-low range and 40% scoring 
in the high to very-high range. Scores for Caucasian male youth in the detention center (n = 
100) showed a “stepwise” distribution, with 19% in the low to veiy-low range; 36 percent in 
the intermediate range, and 45% in the high to very-high range. 
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Interaction bet. Ethnicity & Incarceration for 
Caucasians (N=202) 
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Scores for Latino male youth in the community (n = 49) displayed a positive skew, 
with close to 31% scoring in the high to very high range, and only 16% scoring in the low to 
very low range. In contrast, scores for Latino youth in the detention center (n = 64) were 
skewed in the opposite direction (i.e., negatively), with over 42% scoring in the low to very 
low range and approximately 1 1% scoring in the high to very high range. 
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Scores for African Americans in the community (n = 21) indicated negative skew, 
with approximately 43% scoring in the low to very low range and just under 21% scoring in 
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the high to very high range. In contrast, scores for African Americans in the detention center 
(n = 63) were distributed normally, with over 55% scoring in the intermediate range, 24% in 
the low to very low range, and 21% in the high to very high range. Note, however, that the 
number of African American males from the community was small. 



Total SE: Interaction bet. Ethnicity & Incarceration 
for 84 African-American Males 
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Further analyses of subscale scores for the CFSEI-2 indicated that scores for the 
Social Self-Esteem subscale and scores for the General Self-Esteem subscale followed a 
pattern similar to that of the Total Self-Esteem scale— i.e., there was no main effect for either 
ethnicity or incarceration status, but there was an interaction between ethnicity and 
incarceration status. For Social Self-Esteem, F (2, 393) = 11 .66, p< .001, Eta-squared = .06. 
For General Self-Esteem, F (2, 393) = 12.36,/? < .001, Eta-squared = .06. Observation of 
group means indicated that Latino male youth in the community scored higher on both Social 
Self-Esteem (X = 6.57) and General Self-Esteem (X = 12.55) than Latino male youth who 
were incarcerated (who scored 5.67 and 10.36 on these respective subscales), while 
incarcerated African American and Caucasian male youth scored higher on both of these 
subscales than their counterparts in the community. (For Caucasians, Social Self-Esteem 
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scores were 5.49 in the community and 6.67 in the detention center, and General Self-Esteem 
scores were 12.30 and 10.79 respectively. For African Americans, Social Self-Esteem scores 
were 5.19 in the community and 6.10 in the detention center, and General Self-Esteem scores 
were 10.76 and 1 1.67 respectively.) At the same time, however, mean subscale scores for 
Social and for General Self-Esteem fell within the test manual’s “intermediate” range (M = 
6.2, SD = 1 .5) for all groups. 

Scores on the Personal Self-Esteem scale followed a different pattern from scores on 
the other two subscales. There was a significant difference among ethnic groups on the 
Personal Self-Esteem subscale, F (2, 393) = 3.44, P < .05. Post-hoc tests (Tukey LSD,;? < 
.05) indicated that Latinos and Caucasians differed significantly on the Personal Self-Esteem 
subscale, with the mean for Latinos at 4.55 (95% confidence interval of 4.17 - 4.93) and the 
mean for Caucasians at 5.18 (95% confidence interval of 4.90 - 5.47). As with the other 
subscales, however, all ethnic groups did fall within the test manual’s intermediate range for 
this subscale (M = 4.68, SD = 2.43). No group differences were found for incarceration 
status, and there was no interaction between ethnicity and incarceration status. 

Discussion 

Overall, there was no evidence to indicate that male juvenile delinquents suffer from 
low self-esteem. On the other hand, neither was there evidence to indicate that they suffer 
from high self-esteem. Rather, the mean scores for all but one ethnic group of incarcerated 
adolescent males were in the “intermediate” range, according to the CFSEI-2 manual. 
Incarcerated Asian adolescents scored in the “low” range on average; however, the literature 
on cultural differences raises the strong possibility that this is due to culture-wide 
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appears to be in the average range, regardless of whether or not they are delinquent. Only a 
very small proportion of delinquent youth report extremes of very high or very low self- 
esteem, yet they are involved in antisocial and aggressive behaviors. This suggests that in 
and of itself, self-esteem is neither a cause nor a consequence of delinquency in adolescent 
males. If self-esteem is related to delinquency at all, its relationship is more likely to be 
indirect, perhaps interacting with other variables related to culture, parenting style or 
temperament. Future investigations of self-esteem among delinquent and non-delinquent 
youth should therefore include assessments of these other variables. They should also 
include a direct measure of aggression, since not all adjudicated youth are equally aggressive. 




14 



Little, DiSano/SE in Juvenile Delinquents 

p. 13 

References: 

Anderson, E. (1994). The code of the streets, Atlantic Monthly. May, 1994, 80-94. 

Battle, J. (1992). Culture-Free Self-Esteem Inventories, Second edition: Examiner’s 
manual. Austin, TX: Pro-Ed. 

Baumeister, R.F., Heatherton, T.F. and Trice, D.M. (1993). When ego threats lead to 
self-regulation failure: Negative consequences of high self-esteem. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 64, 141-156. 

Baumeister, R.F., Smart, L., and Boden, J.M. (1996). The relation of threatened 
egotism to violence and aggression: The dark side of high self-esteem. Psychological 
Review, 103, 5-33. 

Brooke, S. (1995). Test review: Critical analysis of the Culture-Free Self-Esteem 
Inventories. Measurement and Evaluation in Counseling and Development, 27, 248-253. 

Bushman, B.J. and Baumeister, R.F. (1998). Threatened egotism, narcissism, self- 
esteem, and direct and displaced aggression: Does self-love or self-hate lead to violence? 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 75, 2 1 9-229. 

California State Department of Education ( 1 990). Toward a state of self-esteem: The 
Final Report of the California Taskforce to Promote Self-Esteem and Personal and Social 
Responsibility. Published by CA State Dept, of Education, Sacramento, CA. (161 pgs. plus 
appendix). 

Edens, J.F., Cavell, T.A. and Hughes, J.N. (1999). The self-system of aggressive 
children. A cluster-analytic investigation. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 40 

Filozof, E.M., Albertin, H.K., Jones, C.R., Sterne, S.S., Myers, L., and McDermott, 

R.J. (1998). Relationship of adolescent self-esteem to selected academic variables. Journal of 
School Health, 68,68-73. 

Harter, S. (1993) Causes and consequences of low self-esteem in adolescents. In 

Baumeister, R.J. (Ed.) Self-Esteem: The puzzle of Low Self-Regard, 87-1 16. Plenum Press, 

NY. 

Holaday, M., Callahan, K., Fabre, L., Hall, C., MacDonald, N., Mundy, M., Owens, 

B. and Plappert, H. (1996). A comparison of Culture-Free Self-Esteem Scale means from 
different child and adolescent groups. Journal of Personality Assessment, 66, 540-554. 

Hughes, J.N., Cavell, T.A., and Grossman, P.B. (1997). A positive view of self: Risk 
or protection for aggressive children? Development and Psychopathology, 9, 75-94. 

Kemis, H.M., Cornell, D.P., Sun, C.R., Berry, A., and Harlow, T. (1993). There’s 
more to self-esteem than whether it is high or low: The importance of stability of self-esteem. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 65, 1190-1204. 

Shokraii, N. (1996). The self-esteem fraud: Why feel-good education does not lead 
to academic success. Washington, DC: Center for Equal Opportunity policy brief (13 pgs.) 




15 



U.S. Department of Education 

Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) 
r National Library of Education (NLE) 

Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) 

REPRODUCTION RELEASE 

(Specific Document) 

1. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION: 




ERIC 




Title: Cu/foroi d\ /Artutej Self- JT s/ee**. . A o-f 

M<a/e ex. A e /es'ce.a-'fv 


Authors): ScP S<x.v\o 


Corporate Source: erf £cU . 00 / Psy<tL>l*pi / ts 

C O it V C-K-'f" : 


Publication Date: 

Pr eSe-nTcd V/iJox> 


II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE: 



In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the 
monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy, 
and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and, if 
reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document 

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom 
of the page. 




Level 1 Level 2A Level 2B 



0 □ □ 



Check here for Level 1 release, permitting reproduction Check here for Level 2A release, permitting reproduction Check here for Level 2B release, permitting 

and dissemination In microfiche or other ERIC archival and dissemination hi microfiche and in electronic media reproduction and dissemination in irtcrofiche only 

media (e.g., electronic) and paper copy. for ERIC archival collection subscribers only 

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits. 

If permission to reproduce is granted, but no box is checked, documents win be processed at Level 1 . 



Sign 

here,-* 

please 

O 

ERIC 



i hereby grant to the Educational Resources information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate this document 
as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERiC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system 
contactors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for norbprofit reproduction by libraries and other service agencies 
to satisfy infomiation needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries. 

d £ 


tip 


Printed Name/Positionrntto: 

‘Sgjtol. S’* L \ "HVc, Le-dt l» 


OrjantzaUxVAddreu ,-f £L<U ZCs/^J 

6- P'TZ P&VO.L 0 d-kjx lU.il 


ZSTm-my 


FAX: 

✓*-») 7feL-3C*f 


E-Mail Address: . 

s/; -M-/c e’ur.' . edu. 


°**4/t/oo 



AJftsp S-OOO 



(over) 




III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE): 

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source, please 
provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is publicly 
available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are significantly more 
stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.) 




IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER: 

If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and 
address: 




V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM: 



Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse: 

University of North Carolina at Greensboro 

ERIC/CASS 

201 Ferguson Building 

PO Box 26171 

Greensboro, NC 27402-6171 



However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being 
contributed) to: 

ERIC Processing and Reference Facility 
1100 West Street, 2 nd Floor 
Laurel, Maryland 20707-3598 

Telephone: 301-497-4080 
Toll Free: 800-799-3742 
FAX: 301-953-0263 
e-mail: ericfac@ineted.gov 
WWW: http://ericfac.piccard.csc.com 

EFF-088 (Rev. 9/97) 

PREVIOUS VERSIONS OF THIS FORM ARE OBSOLETE. 



